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In understanding the mindset of the American people, we do need to look into the diverse traits of their culture. 
The country is not well known for its socialist and communist movements, and today in many parts of the world 
rarely is it named a peace-loving nation. The personality of Dorothy Day (1897-1980) and her influence, however, 
reveal that in the America’s national heritage, the love for justice and truth presents itself prominently. To overlook 
this trait of America’s national character and to single out the nation’s superpower in geopolitics would be equal to a 
serious misrepresentation of both history and reality. 
Dorothy Day, the founder of the Catholic Worker, was never a communist, but more than a small number of her 
friends were; and she herself believed in some of the principles that might be characterized as communist ideas. She 
had a special connection, indirect though, with the Chinese revolution in the 1920s. Her closest college friend at the 
University of Illinois at Urbana, Rayna Simons Prohme, worked then with Li Ta-chao, Borodin and Madame Sun 
Yat-sen in Hankow. While Prohme became a believer in communism and died of illness in Moscow in 1927, Day 
converted to Catholicism the same year. i  And through writing for her newspaper The Catholic Worker and 
organizing the Catholic Worker Movement, she devoted the rest of her life working for the welfare of the poor and 
for the peace of the world.  
Day was a forerunner of both modern Catholic social thought and American pacifism of the 20th century. After 
Pearl Harbor, hers was at that time the only published article that denounced the United States’ decision to wage war 
against Japan. Most of her energy and time were devoted to helping the poor and the disadvantaged in America. 
Referring to her comments on communism and the official social teachings of the Roman Catholic Church, this 
essay will discuss her thought and action in caring the workers, the homeless, the drunk and all those whom she 
characterized as “a residue of the destitute which remains in the city like mud in a drained pond.”ii  
I 
Scholars who study American Catholicism have noted Day and the Catholic Worker. Her thought on communism, 
however, deserves further investigation, given the fact that she had been close to the circle of leftist activists before 
she was baptized by the Catholic Church. In her autobiographies and in her essays written mainly for The Catholic 
Worker, she reflected upon her pre-conversion experiences and often presented her evaluations of communist ideals 
in general and those of socialism in the Soviet Union in particular.iii  Her work of charity with the workers and the 
poor will not be placed in its proper context until both her sympathy for and her final rejection of communism are 
carefully examined.  
Writers of Day’s life tend to be subtle in describing her affiliation with American communists during the 1910s 
and the 1920s, an approach that is appropriate if one considers the fact that she was never a card-carrying member of 
the Party, founded in 1917. Despite the friendship Day shared with many of the Left, some of whom were or became 
communists, her closest association with a communist organization occurred in 1921 when she went to work as a 
secretary for The Liberator of the American Communist Party edited by Robert Minor (1884-1952), a gifted 
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political cartoonist and later one of the organizers of Abraham Lincoln Battalion. She lost the job a year later after 
her arrest in one of the raids of the “Red Squad” directed by J. Edgar Hoover. From that point on to her conversion 
to the Catholicism in 1927, Day was much occupied by her life with Forster Batterham and the birth of their 
daughter Tamar, and was immersed in her inner spiritual life that eventually brought her into the Church.  
In two of her autobiographies, Day adopted two slightly different attitudes towards her radical past. In From 
Union Square to Rome, published in 1938, she appeared to explain her conversion in the context of making 
reflections upon communism. The book actually addresses one of her brothers, a communist. She recalled her 
college years at the University of Illinois at Urbana (1914-1916), conceding that the experience was not helping her 
realize the importance of religion. “There was no one to guide my footsteps to the paths of the Spirit, and everything 
I read turned me away from it. The call to my youth was the call of Kropotkin, and the beauty of his prose, the 
nobility of his phrasing, appealed to my heart.”iv Although her own family was by no means wealthy, with her father 
working as a journalist, it was certainly not poor in the sense of destitution. During this period, she nevertheless 
started to possess a keen sensitivity to the working poor, enthralled by the stories written by Jack London and Upton 
Sinclair of workers’ harsh life. “I was in love with the masses. I do not remember that I was articulate or reasoned 
about this love, but it warmed my heart and filled it.” It was in this sense that she found the Marxist slogan attractive: 
“Workers of the world unite, you have nothing to lose but your chains.”v  She was impressed by the Haymarket 
martyrs who organized people for the eight-hour working day, and by the activists from the Industrial Workers of 
the World, among whom Elizabeth Gurley Flynn was later to become an important member of American 
Communist Party.  
The story of Rayna Prohme constitutes one whole chapter. Day never gave up her fond memory of Rayna, 
mentioning her in the writings as late as in 1979, one year before her own death.vi In 1978, Day once again 
expressed her thanks to Rayna for the help she gave her and also pointed out that Rayna’s story as a revolutionary 
remained an inspiration to people who were willing to help the poor.vii   Rayna was identified by many as a 
communist. For all Day’s life, while forcefully telling the differences between the ideas of the Catholic Worker and 
communism, Day never applied harsh words against those communists who had been her personal friends. This was 
not only on account of her loyalty to them. She sincerely believed their good intention to help the poor and the 
disadvantaged. Day told her readers that in their college years Rahna used to laugh at her absorption in socialism as 
advocated then by Scott Nearing and other prominent American socialists.viii But Day herself expressed sincere 
understanding and deep sympathy for Rayna’s conversion to communism. Day explained that in America Rahna as 
a Jew was not helped by any Christians to acquire faith, and then quoted Jacques Maritain to point out that Rhana’s 
love for justice and truth entitled her to salvation even if she did not join the Church.ix Day also wrote in The Long 
Loneliness: 
 
When I think of Rahna, I think of Mauriac’s statement in his life of Christ that those who serve the cause of the masses, the 
poor, working for truth and justice, have worked for Christ even while denying Him.x  
 
In other words, Day was convinced that such communists had good intention in their belief and in their 
activities.xi And at the beginning of the Cold War, in 1949, Day protested against the refusal of bail for eleven 
arrested American Communist Party members and spoke of them in the following touching words: 
 
First of all, let it be remembered that I speak as an ex-Communist and one who has not testified before Congressional 
Committees, nor written works on the Communist conspiracy. I can say with warmth that I loved the people I worked with and 
learned much from them. They helped me to find God in His poor, in His abandoned ones, as I had not found Him in Christian 
churches.xii  
 
Nevertheless, fundamental differences did exist between the Catholic Worker Movement and the communism, 
according to Day’s first autobiography. Firstly, she denounced the atheist principle that was usually associated with 
communism. For her, the conversion to Catholicism meant that one must believe in the Roman Catholic Church and 
all the teaching of the Church. In her own words, “I have accepted Her authority with my whole heart.” Secondly, 
while possessing deep reservations about the capitalist economic system and particularly about the situation where 
wealth was concentrated in the hands of the few, Day believed that man had the right to own private property. 
Thirdly, to restore the communal aspects of Christianity as well as some measure of private property for all were 
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considered by her a “revolution,” but a revolution without violence, without the hatred between different classes, 
and without an eradication of one class by another by the use of force. Day also expressed here her firm disapproval 
of the political form adopted by the Soviet Union.xiii  She did not comment on communism in such systematic 
manner in The Long Loneliness. However, in reporting for The Commonweal, a journal published by Catholic laity, 
the Hunger March allegedly organized by communist activists in 1932 in Washington D.C., she wrote: 
 
I stood on the curb and watched them, joy and pride in the courage of this band of men and women mounting in my heart, and 
with it a bitterness too since I was now a Catholic, with fundamental philosophical differences, I could not be out there with them. 
I could write, I could protest, to arouse the conscience, but where was the Catholic leadership in the gathering of bands of men 
and women together, for the actual works of mercy that the comrades had always made part of their technique in reaching the 
workers?xiv 
 
On December 8, the Feast of Immaculate Conception, when the demonstration was already over, Day went to the 
National Shrine at the Catholic University of America. In prayer, she made a promise to God that she would use 
whatever talents she possessed for her fellow workers and for the poor. This was the turning point when Dorothy 
Day decided to combine her personal spirituality with Christian social thought and with practical works of charity. xv 
II 
The religious conversion that changed Day’s spiritual world did not immediately give her guidance in her social 
thought and action. Judging from what can be gathered from her writings, it might be described as a quite private 
and even mysterious experience, detached from her observation of the outside world, as seen at the beaches and the 
beach cottage on Staten Island which she bought and lived in from 1924 to 1927, with the money she got from her 
autobiographical novel The Eleventh Virgin. xvi 
She was determined to practice her newly acquired faith in the society around her. But she needed to know 
exactly how.xvii  The answer was soon to come.  
The day of her return to New York from Washington D.C., Day met Peter Maurin (1877-1949) who together with 
Day founded the Catholic Worker later in May, 1933. Accepting his suggestions and urged by him, Day began to 
publish The Catholic Worker, an eight-page journal, to establish the houses of hospitality, and to organize farming 
communes.xviii. Two of these three projects, the journal and the houses for the poor, were very successful and have 
remained so to this day the institutional base for the Movement. Politically, the Catholic Worker is known for its 
firm and absolute pacifist standing in modern American anti-war movements.xix  Fundamental to its ideology, 
however, is what Day called personalism. Scholars have attributed this important characteristic to the influence from 
the French personalists Jacques Maritain and Emmanuel Mounier.xx Guarded against both capitalist and communist 
systems, Day and her followers readily recognized and promoted with great efforts the core values of Christian 
personalism, such as human rights, the common good as opposed to excessive individualism, both social and 
political centralization. Although Day, a journalist rather than an academician, would not always tell us where she 
was quoting Maritain and where she was expressing her own ideas,xxi in expounding and practicing her social 
thought, Day did form her own understanding of personalism, not to deviate from her French soul mates, but to 
enrich the principles they put forward.  
In dozens of the houses of hospitality, Day and others of the Catholic Worker fed the poor and homeless people 
who often formed long lines, and took in as many as they were able to house. But with very limited financial 
resources, they were only capable of reaching a small number of people, much fewer than those helped by 
government welfare programs of millions of dollars budget. Does it imply that the works of private charity done 
here by the Catholic Worker are meaningless? College students who worked with Day did have doubts along this 
line of thinking. “Many left the work because they could see no use in this gesture of feeding the poor.” One student 
from Harvard who admired and joined the Catholic Worker once said about their “impractical” approach to social 
problems: 
 
I never really became a part of their community. I helped, but I kept having objections. I kept thinking, this is a nice 
experiment, but it doesn’t really change what has got to be changed. I’d try to talk with them. I tried to tell them that they can 
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feed their fifty people or even fifty times fifty, if they could swing it, and there would be millions out there who would still be in 
the same damn bind. Even the guy who gets a bowl of soup at St. Joseph’s House—his problems are still there. xxii 
 
To this, Day gave the following answer: 
 
We feed the hungry, yes; we try to shelter the homeless and give them clothes, if we have some, but there is a strong faith at 
work; we pray. If an outsider who comes to visit doesn’t pay attention to our praying and what that means, then he’ll miss the 
whole point of things. We are here to bear witness to our Lord. We are here to follow his lead. We are here to celebrate Him 
through these works of mercy. We are here, I repeat, to follow His leadüto oppose war and the murder of our fellow human 
beings, to reach out to all we see and meet. We are not here to prove that our technique of working with the poor is useful, or to 
prove that we are able to be effective humanitarians.xxiii  
 
Actually that student of Harvard did learn what Day would like him to learn even though he kept his 
aforementioned doubts about their methods of serving the poor: 
 
They taught me to keep my mouth shut and to serve others. They taught me to be respectful of the poor, even of people I used 
to think of as bums, tramps, no-good folks. I found it hard; for a long time I was ready to leave and not spend my time with 
drunks and men so damn sick, and women so damn sick, sick in body and sick in mind. But I stuck around, and I began to know 
those people better and better—the people we served and the Catholic Worker people.xxiv  
 
As Peter Maurin often said, “It at least arouses the conscience.” The works of mercy, according to Dorothy, 
“were the means to show our love of God and our love for our brother.”xxv What concerned Day greatly was to help 
protect the human dignity of the poor who lacked earthly goods, which she did mainly through supporting labor 
unions by writing essays and by her personal participation in strikes.  
Day’s rejection of communism never changed her conviction that capitalist exploitation was wrong.xxvi As a 
Catholic and in the name of the Catholic Worker Movement, she continued her support for the unions.xxvii  It is 
interesting to note that in the essay written on the Hunger March for The Commonweal, Day expressed her 
admiration for communist labor organizers who led the demonstration while most journalists of the day “screamed 
of the mad fanaticism ‘of the marchers, fanned to wild fury by inflammatory speeches of the leaders.’”xxviii One year 
later, Day in The Catholic Worker again wrote about the event: 
 
There was social justice in the demands made by the Communists—they were the poor, the unemployed, the homeless. They 
were among the ones Christ was thinking of when he said, “Feed my sheep.” And the Church had food for them, that I knew, too, 
that amongst these men there were fallen-away Catholics who did not know the teachings of their Church on social justice—that 
there was a need that this message be brought to them.xxix  
 
In her activities to promote organized labor, Day did not shy away from picketing together with the communists 
and workers they led. Because of that, Day and her followers were often accused of being communists or communist 
sympathizers. But she appeared to have thought about this seeming collaboration with communists and cited two 
reasons for her association with them. For one, she believed that to help workers to gain economic benefits was a 
just cause even if it was the communists who were doing it. She also intended to influence workers and to awaken 
them to the faith, and understood the exertion as a religious mission. For her, picket lines were part of the spiritual 
work of mercy that had to be done.xxx  
 
The Association of Catholic Trade Unionists (ACTU) was founded in 1937 by John Cort, a Harvard graduate, 
and other former members of the Catholic Worker; it was generously aided by Day, and became an important force 
in opposing both the communists and gangsters in the labor movement.xxxi   Day herself meanwhile on many 
occasions defined her own labor theory.  
While acknowledging often her sympathy towards the good intention of communists, she never ceased arguing 
against their method of class warfare. She wrote to defend strikers, saying that workers should not be treated as 
chattels and those on strikes were just trying “to uphold their right not to be treated as slaves, but as men.” For her, 
human dignity was the key issue here. Such was also the reason why she disagreed with communist labor organizers: 
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The Communists say: “All men are our brothers except the capitalists, so we will kill them off.” They do not 
actually believe in the dignity of man as a human being, because they try to set off one or another class of men and 
say, “They are not our brothers and never will be. So let us liquidate them.” And then to point their argument they 
say with scorn, “Do you ever think to convert J. P. Morgan, or Rockefeller, or Charlie Schwab?” They are protesting 
against man’s brutality to man, and at the same time they perpetuate it.xxxii 
 
Apart from insisting on peaceful means, Day was consistent in complying with the papal social teaching, 
particularly as presented in two historical social encyclicals, Rerum Novarum of Leo XIII (1891) and Quadragesimo 
Anno of Pius XI (1931). She pointed out that the rights of labor to organize, to better wages and better working 
conditions, to own their own property, and to be recognized as men—the temples of the Holy Spirit—were 
emphatically confirmed by the popes. She also stressed one of the crucial points in the encyclicals that economic  
welfare for workers should reflect not only a man’s material needs but also his spiritual and intellectual life.xxxiii  
In 1946, Day wrote an essay on the condition of miners of Pennsylvania, lamenting the fact that each year 1,500 
workers were killed in accidents and about 70,000 injured. She complained that the Catholic clergy were not doing 
enough to help the poor and worried about the possibility that the communists would use the situation to cultivate 
anti-clericalism, thereby dividing people from the hierarchy. She quoted Pius XI’s famous saying as a warning: “The 
workers of the World are lost to the Church.”xxxiv 
Wherever a communist was working among the poor, Day hoped, the Catholic youth ought to go there as well 
and to bring the Gospel to these forgotten ones.xxxv Many bishops and priests indeed gave help to the Catholic 
Worker in its efforts to organize workers into unions. Others were not so supportive. Bishop Hugh Boyle of 
Pittsburgh (19211950) told Day: “You can go into all the parishes in the diocese with my blessing, but half the 
pastors will throw you out.” The priests who acted against labor activists regarded the latter as communists or at 
least working for the communists. That was why the members American hierarchy reacted to Day’s activities with 
signals that was far from uniform. Day mentioned Archbishop John T. McNicholas of Cincinnati (1925-1950) who 
gave her encouragement and financial aid in her reporting the sit-down strikers. She also referred to other members 
of American hierarchy who were friendly to the labor movement.xxxvi 
For Day, it was a regrettable fact that some in the Church leadership still did not side with workers. One dramatic 
incident in 1949 vividly demonstrated her disagreement with conservative bishops on labor issues, the strike of 
grave diggers of Calvary Cemetery against their employer, the St. Patrick Cathedral and Francis Cardinal Spellman, 
Archbishop of New York (1939-1967). Spellman declared that he was proud to be a strike-breaker because he 
believed that this particular strike was communist inspired.xxxvii Day retorted that there was no need of communist 
influence to fan the flame of resentment among workers if they were treated in this manner by the Cardinal, while 
hoping that the division between the clergy and laity was to be overcome rather than widened.xxxviii  She wrote to the 
Cardinal about the papal social teaching: 
 
It is not just the issue of wages and hours as I can see from the conversations which our workers have had with the men. It is 
a question of their dignity as men, their dignity as workers, and the right to have a union of their own, and a right to talk over 
their grievances. It is no use going to the wages, or the offer you have made for a higher wage (but the same work week). A wage 
such as the Holy Fathers have talke\[d\] of which would enable the workers to raise and educate their family of six, seven and 
eight children, a wage which would enable them to buy homes, to save for such ownership, to put by for the education of their 
children.xxxix  
 
While keeping good relationship with labor priests and labor bishops, Day thought it a sad fact that the Church 
was not doing enough for workers while many looked to church members for guidance in the moral aspect of 
economic life. If the Church and Catholics did not put forth a philosophy of labor and help out workers, Marxism 
would prevail and it would be hard to reduce the communist influence among people.xl  American Catholics did not 
have to form their own principles of social thought, and they were urged to follow the papal social doctrine. Day 
was very much dissatisfied with the Church because she believed that it did not spread what popes said about 
capitalism, socialism and labor movements, quoting Pius XII as saying: “The greatest danger is not communism. 
That is but a consequence. The greater danger is the ignorance of working people who need the truth and who need 
the apostles of this truth.”xli  
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III 
A great numbers of industrial workers were Catholics, many of them recent immigrants, and the clergy could 
hardly avoid taking a stand in labor disputes either discreetly or publicly. The effort to combine faith and works of 
helping the poor made by Dorothy Day and the Catholic Worker was by no means a unique phenomenon in the 
American Catholic Church of the twentieth century. Actually, in the early twentieth century, John Ryan (1865-1945) 
already formed a coherent social teaching based on the encyclical Rerum Novarum issued by Leo XIII that he 
believed could be applied to the problems of modern times. He firmly believed in labor unions and promoted the 
concept of a living wage, a wage that would allow the worker to lead a life in accord with his dignity as a man. In 
1919, the American bishops adopted his social thought in their Program of Social Reconstruction, calling for 
minimum wage legislation and social security to protect workers in case of injuries and unemployment, progressive 
taxation and prohibition against child labor.xlii  The hierarchy, however, did have a tendency to emphasize the threat 
of socialism and communism over the social problems caused by capitalism. For them, moderate social reform 
constituted a crucial part of the battle against communism. Harboring hostility towards social reform evident among 
the upper and middle class Catholics, many members of the clergy interested themselves in labor movements only 
out of the fear of radical ideologies. They did not connect social justice with their pastoral duty. Day and others on 
the Catholic Worker through their writings and activities did their best to lift bishops and priests out of this 
condition of complacency.xliii  The crisis of the Great Depression and the influence of the encyclical Quadragesimo 
Anno issued by Pius XI in 1931 also were the factors that stimulated the social conscience of American Catholics. 
The strong anticommunist sentiment, however, never left American Catholics, both lay and clerical.xliv  And in 1937, 
American bishops published a “Statement on Social Problems,” and after painting a grim picture of the communist 
threat the document declared that organized labor might be a good weapon against communism.xlv  
The American bishops in 1930s began to render more vigorous support to the labor movement, even occupying 
themselves with the task of refuting the charges of communism leveled against the unions. They also began to 
identify clearly the Church with the poor. In 1938, George Cardinal Mundelein, Archbishop of Chicago (1915-1939), 
made the following statement: 
 
The trouble with us in the past has been that we were too often allied or drawn into alliance with the wrong side. Selfish 
employers of labor have flattered the Church by calling it the great conservative force, and that call upon it to act as a police force 
while they paid but a pittance of a wage to those who worked for them. I hope that day is gone by. Our place is beside the poor, 
behind the working man. They are our people, they build our churches, they occupy our pews, their children crowd our schools, 
our priests come from their sons. They look to us for leadership but they look to us too for support.xlvi 
 
These were the words Day often quoted in her writings.  
In other words, viewing out of this context the aforementioned disagreement between Day and Cardinal Spellman 
over the cemetery diggers’ strike would distort the real picture. As Day admitted herself, bishops and priests 
gradually took over the role, once played by the Catholic Worker, of supporting workers.xlvii From the beginning of 
the Second World War, the Catholic Worker gradually retreated from the labor movement and focused its energy on 
anti-war activities and on civil rights movement. Part of the reason for this shifting of attention was the success story 
of American workers, who were to a great extent elevated into the middle class amidst the booming economy, and 
also the efforts made by the unions.  
Despite the fundamental agreement with the hierarchy on social and economic issues, particularly those regarding 
labor, Day often felt and said publicly that the Church ought to do more for workers and the poor. It was partly out 
of her sense of obligation that laity should be the shock troops of the Church. She liked to cite Bishop O’Hara of 
Kansas City’s words to Peter Maurin: “You lead the way,—we will follow.” She believed that it meant for laity to 
be the vanguard, to fight the battles, and to make mistakes without too great harm. She intended to live in a state of 
permanent dissatisfaction and impatience with Church. It by no means meant disobedience of laity to the hierarchy, 
not to mention being anticlerical.xlviii In supporting the Cuban Revolution, in protesting against the war in Vietnam, 
in taking part in the civil rights movement, Day carried on her good work with this conviction. She was tolerated, 
accepted and eventually applauded by the American bishops and the public.  
In 1953, Day was one of the few who defended the Rosenbergs, who were accursed of spying for the Soviet 
Union and was executed. Conceding that Eisenhower and Cardinal Spellman thought them guilty, Day wrote in the 
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end of her mourning essay: “Let us have no part with the vindictive State and let us pray for Ethel and Julius 
Rosenberg. There is no time with God, and prayer is retroactive. By virtue of the prayers we may say in the future, 
at the moment of the death which so appallingly met them, they will have been given the grace to choose light rather 
than darkness.”xlix  
No matter how Day took an aversion to both communism and capitalism, she could not decide for the American 
people what kind of social system they would form. However, she did contribute her life’s work to the improvement 
of the society they actually live in. At Day’s funeral, a cardinal blessed her plain pine casket, and a homeless man 
tearfully said, “That fine lady gave me love.”M. L. Mich, Catholic Social Teaching and Movements, Mistic, 
Connecticut: Twenty-Third Publications, 1998, p.68. In advocating and practicing the Catholic social teaching in the 
America environment, Day and the Catholic Worker helped to prevent the American society from fragmenting into 
the elite rich and a mass of poor citizens and thereby defended the democracy of that country in a prophetic manner. 
*  * * * * 
In one of his “Easy Essays,” Peter Maurin defined the spirit behind the Catholic Worker Movement succinctly:  
 
To give and not to take 
That is what makes man human; 
To serve and not to rule 
That is what makes man human 
To help and not to crush 
That is what makes man human 
To nourish and not to devour 
That is what makes man human 
And if need be  
To die and not to live 
That is what makes man human 
Ideals and not deals 
That is what makes man human 
Creed and not greed 
That is what makes man human.l 
 
During 1917, when Day worked at the age of twenty for the Masses, a journal of America’s left, she and her 
communist and socialist friends used to pick up homeless men from the park bench and let them stay in the 
apartments while they themselves sat up talking all night.li Later in her life, Day developed this kind love for 
humanity into a crusade through her conversion and her endless efforts to defend the disadvantaged and to promote 
peace and justice. Her conversion from a radical to a Catholic by no means eliminated her radical design to serve the 
poor, but perfected it with faith, hope and charity. 
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